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M ine action is chang-ing. This is not 1997 and what the 
international community has 
learned in the past eight years 
clearly indicates that the path 
forward is something different 
from what a literal reading of 
the Ottawa Convention1 would 
suggest. The Landmine Impact 
Survey process has demonstrated very clearly that only a 
small portion of the minefields—normally less than 20 
percent—account for the vast majority of casualties and 
lost economic opportunities. The mine action commu-
nity has a responsibility to profit from this new knowl-
edge and to adjust its approach accordingly.
The phrase “mine free” is an inspiring statement of 
purpose but a poor organizing principle—given that no 
donor or collection of donors, no lending institution and 
no major impacted country has indicated a willingness 
to put up the huge amount of resources required to find 
and clear every last mine. With annual victim figures 
dropping towards 10,000, it is hard to make the case that 
landmines continue to be a global “scourge” compared 
to the impact of other issues such as HIV/AIDS, food 
security, malaria, etc. The initiative to “mainstream” 
mine action into development argues in favor of using 
“return on investment” as a criterion for mine clearance, 
and while this return is positive in many cases, it is not 
in all.
There is substantial evidence to suggest many of the 
mines now being cleared are inert, degraded by the ef-
fects of time, temperature and moisture. Why spend 
money to clear land that will not generate economic re-
turns and why remove mines that Mother Nature has 
already rendered safe? Why risk deminers’ lives to clear 
land that no one will use? Attempting to clear every 
last mine would be, in a world of pressing demands and 
scarce resources, an unfortunate waste of funds, funds 
that could save more lives and be more beneficial if ap-
plied elsewhere.
This realization should not be taken as a critique of 
any treaty or policy position, but rather as positive tes-
timony to the power knowledge can have in focusing 
limited assets on activities where such resources will do 
the most good. Mine-affected countries and the interna-
tional community can work together to develop sound 
national strategic plans—ones that set forth achievable 
visions and match resources to prioritized, measurable 
outcomes. As the most pressing impacts of landmines 
are removed, collective efforts can shift away from large-
scale clearance activities by outside organizations, allow-
ing programs with greater national ownership to come 
to the forefront. These smaller, more balanced and sus-
tainable programs would focus on mine risk education, 
marking suspected hazardous areas and limiting demin-
ing to only when newly discovered threats or changes in 
land-use patterns create the need.
Such an approach would allow for the most rapid re-
duction of hazards and the lowest possible expenditure, 
surely a desirable outcome from any perspective.
A version of this article was originally published in the 
Nairobi Special Issue of the Landmine Action Campaign 
Newsletter, Nov. 1, 2004, available online at http://www.
landmineaction.org/resources.asp?item=newsletter.
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The Nairobi Action Plan calls upon all of us 
in the mine action community to “ensure 
that assistance in mine action is based on 
adequate surveys, needs analysis and cost-
effective approaches.”1 The purpose of this 
editorial is to bring an operator’s perspective 
to this commitment. 
by Per Nergaard [ Norwegian People’s Aid ]
C ost-effectiveness in the traditional sense of the word has many aspects and can be displayed in many ways. Several practical examples have 
been presented at various occasions involving issues like 
coordination, toolboxes, complementarities of methods, 
technologies, etc. I will attempt not to prod any further 
into that here.
What we need to do is ask some pretty tough ques-
tions at this stage. Yet at the same time, we need to 
prepare ourselves for constructive criticism and self- 
analysis, a rather normal but unpleasant outcome of les-
sons learnt. A natural outset for these questions would be 
articulated by recalling the objectives we set for ourselves 
in the pursuit of mine action in the late 1980s and early 
1990s, long before the Ottawa Convention2 came to be.
Even then we were talking about implementing mine 
clearance operations in support of the creation and de-
velopment of sustainable national structures and opera-
tions that are capable of solving the landmine problem. 
The Convention was pushed through as a groundbreak-
ing framework for the establishment of such setups, and 
fundraising was time-consuming but not necessarily 
very hard.
Around the same time, we made huge efforts to de-
velop a technical framework for mine action to make it as 
safe, secure and all-encompassing as possible in the wake 
of internationally recognised advanced quality man-
agement mechanisms á la ISO 9000.3 Our intentions 
were good back then, but, as with most prescribed medi-
cines, it had side effects and a negative impact on our abil-
ity to obtain the overall objective of effectively ridding 
the world of mines. With the benefit of this hindsight, 
it is paramount that we now collectively ask ourselves 
the following:
• Why is mine action still more characterized by 
the provision of externally managed, too-complex 
and thus pacifying mechanisms for mine action 
rather than assisting in the creation of nationally 
adaptable, appropriate and sustainable measures 
to solve the problem?
• Why is it so difficult—even sometimes with good 
impact and technical data at hand—to establish 
national mine-action plans aimed at meeting the 
obligations of Article 5? This means national 
plans where national authorities’ initiative leads 
to the full participation and commitment of the 
United Nations, non-governmental organizations 
and donors-in-the-making, for implementation 
and support of that plan—and the ability to see 
it through.
• Why are international organizations still imple-
menting large-scale mine action operations when 
we all said we would build national capacity and 
ensure national ownership?
• Why aren’t the formal demobilization processes 
that put thousands of former combatants to work 
in the minefields undertaken in support of na-
tional planning and implementation of national 
efforts? Moreover, why aren’t more regular army 
units involved in post-conflict clearance as part of 
a well-structured national plan?
• Why is there still a growing division between 
U.N. and NGO perspectives on mine action at 
both the national and international level, despite 
hard attempts on both sides to find common 
ground on coordination and planning of mine 
action? In addition, why aren’t governments of 
mine-affected countries more aware of the devel-
opment of better practices on the national level?
Based on these questions, it would be fair to say that 
the level of accomplishment compared to the input of 
resources just is not justifiable. Furthermore, the imple-
mentation of mine action activities is now effectively 
taking place outside of centrally managed bureaucra-
cies. The established structures and mechanisms have 
proven inefficient and inadequate and now need to be 
challenged in order to render the higher output needed 
to meet looming Article 5 deadlines.
If we are to meet the obligations of Article 5, we (na-
tional authorities in affected states, the United Nations, 
NGOs—all of us involved in solving the problem of 
anti-personnel landmines) need to seriously change 
our approach.
While we at Norwegian People’s Aid do not have all 
the answers on how to achieve a new paradigm for mine 
action, we think peer pressure, active donor engagement 
and goal orientation need to be communicated to all 
mine action operators and mine-affected countries in 
order to obtain national ownership, effective planning 
and cooperation to get the job done. To achieve this, a 
donor should ensure that these optimal conditions are in 
place prior to granting funds. With the current trend of 
shifting project and program support to that of budget 
and sector support, it should also be a fundamental  re-
quirement that mine action is elaborated on in national
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An Operator’s Perspective  
on Ottawa’s Article 5
With annual victim figures drop-
ping towards 10,000, it is hard to 
make the case that landmines 
continue to be a global ‘scourge’ 
compared to the impact of other 
issues such as HIV/AIDS, food se-
curity, malaria, etc. 
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